CHAPTER X
THE  KING'S FIRE
ELSEWHERE I have argued that in ancient Rome the Vestal
Virgins were of old the King's daughters, charged with the
duty of maintaining the fire on the royal hearth, and supposed
to be the wives of the fire-god.1   With these Roman Vestals
we may compare the African Vestals, who in Uganda are
charged with the duty of maintaining the perpetual fire in the
temples of the gods.    Of these latter Canon Roscoe has given
us the following account: *' In most of the temples there were
a number of young girls dedicated to the god.    Their special
duties were to keep guard over the fire in the temple, which
had to be kept burning by day and by night;  to see that
nothing which was taboo was brought into the temple;  to
provide an ample supply of firewood and water ; to keep the
grass floor-covering replenished ; and especially to guard the
sacred pipe and tobacco which were used by the medium before
giving the oracle.   The persons of these girls were sacred,
and men had to be careful not to be unduly familiar with
them, nor to attempt to take any liberties with them.    These
girls were brought to the temple when they were weaned;
they were offerings of parents who had prayed to the god for
children, promising to devote them to his service if he granted
their request.   When such a girl was born, she was dedicated
to the god ; and as soon as she was old enough to be separated
from her mother she was brought into the temple enclosure to
live.   She remained in office until she reached the age of
puberty, when the god decided whom she was to marry.    She
was then removed from the temple, because no woman might
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